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Chapter 1. Regional Overview  
Each Mobility Plan update provides an opportunity to look at how our region continues to evolve and how 

those changes affect residents, businesses, and the transportation system. Mobility Plan 2045 depicts our 

existing regional conditions and trends, including updated projections for population and employment 

growth, the extent of the multimodal transportation system, and trends in system performance. This 

chapter analyzes data from various sources using the most recent full calendar year available. The 

overview of our region presented in this chapter is supported by additional technical analyses provided in 

the Appendices. 
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POPULATION  

People and jobs are what drive our region’s prosperity. A growing population and vibrant economy 

present opportunities for continued success. However, we must ensure that this success is responsibly 

planned for and shared by all.  

Historically, the six-county Knoxville region has experienced steady growth with annual increases in 

population. In 2010, the counties within the Knoxville region were home to approximately 824,000 

people, representing approximately 12% of the state’s population. By 2018, our region added more than 

30,000 people, with most of that growth occurring in Knox County. As the only county entirely included 

in the TPO planning area, Knox County represents approximately 79% of the TPO area’s total population.  

While surrounding counties continue to grow, Knox County has historically been the most populous 

county and will continue to be in the future. By 2045, the region is expected to add more than 200,000 

people, putting the total population at just over one million residents. Knox County will account for 

approximately half of future growth, shown in Figure 1Error! Reference source not found., with Blount, 

Loudon, and Sevier counties also expected to experience significant increases.  

Figure 1. Regional Population Trends 

 

 
Source: Woods & Poole 
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Based on guidance from local jurisdictions and stakeholders, we can also understand where growth is 

likely to occur in greater detail. As shown in Figure 2Error! Reference source not found., a large portion 

of population growth is expected in areas such as west and north Knox County, and Alcoa and Maryville. 

This distribution of growth is consistent with historical patterns with population increasing in more rural, 

low-density areas across the region. In turn, these growth patterns tend to make us more dependent on 

automobiles for daily trips like commuting to work, going to school, or running errands. They also make it 

more difficult to serve our population with efficient transit services, sidewalks, and bikeways.  
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Figure 2. Existing Population Density and 

Projected Population in the Knoxville Region 



MOBILITYPLAN2045 | 1-5 

Total population is not the only factor to consider when planning for transportation in the region. 

Understanding the diverse character of the region is vital because it helps ensure that infrastructure and 

program investments are meeting different and unique needs. Key demographics such as poverty levels, 

age distribution, and household vehicle ownership are shown in 

the following figures. The age distribution pyramid indicates 

relatively modest growth with an increasing population expected 

in the older age cohorts. In addition, approximately 5% of 

households in the TPO area do not have access to a vehicle – 

although that figure jumps to almost 7% in Knox County, and 

nearly 13% live below the poverty line. These important 

demographics influence transportation options, preferences, and 

needs. 

 

Source: 2018 5-Year ACS Estimates; 2019 Woods & Poole 
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Figure 5. Households without a Vehicle in the TPO Area 
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EMPLOYMENT  

Complementing population growth, the region’s economy has also been expanding and changing. In 2018, 

there were approximately 478,000 jobs in the six-county Knoxville region. By 2045, the region is projected 

to add 181,000 jobs for a total of nearly 660,000 jobs. Approximately 60% of the region’s job growth will 

occur in Knox County. 

Figure 6. Projected Employment  

 
Source: Woods & Poole 

 

The type of employment in our region has been changing like many other urban areas across the country. 

Figure 7 captures the shift in regional employment from the industrial sector to the retail and service 

sectors since 1970. Approximately four out of five jobs are currently in the retail and service sectors, and 

that share is expected to increase over the next 25 years. A detailed explanation of these employment 

categories can be found in the Appendix. 

 
Figure 7. Employment by Sector 

 

Source: 2019 Woods & Poole 
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Knox County serves as the major hub for economic activity within the region and draws commuters from 

each of the surrounding counties. Nearly half of all people who work in Knox County commute from 

outside the county. Conversely, about a third of Knox County’s population commutes to a surrounding 

county for work. Commuting patterns in 2017 highlight the connections between each county and the 

important role the transportation system plays in supporting the regional economy.    

Figure 8. Regional Commuting Patterns 

Source: 2017 LEHD 

The movement of freight and goods also remains a critical component of the regional economy. The 

Knoxville region counts over 200 freight-dependent businesses, and the increasing presence of e-

commerce and deliveries only adds pressure on the transportation system. Figure 9 underscores the 

intricate network of freight systems in the region, including highway, rail, water, aviation, and pipeline 

systems.  



MOBILITYPLAN2045 | 1-8 

  

 

 

Figure 9. Freight Facilities 
in the Knoxville Region 
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Importantly, the region includes major interstate crossroads, I-40/I-75 to the west and I-40/I-81 to the 

east, that result in high numbers of truck trips. National data from Transearch indicates that in 2016 72 

million tons of freight flowed in and out of the region each year, with more than 46 million tons 

transported by truck. Accordingly, there is a significant amount of commercial truck traffic on the 

roadways each year. Interstates 40 and 75 each see upwards of 20,000 trucks per day. Those trucks 

represent over $34 billion worth of imports supplying the things we need and exports fueling our local 

economies. With these major interstate facilities, a considerable amount of truck traffic is passing through 

the region each day. To address freight demands such as these, which occur across regions, the TPO 

participates in freight planning activities led by TDOT such as the Freight Advisory Committees (FACs) and 

supports TDOT in planning for statewide freight investments through the Statewide Multimodal Freight 

Plan, which can be found at this link.  

There are two Class 1 railroads operating in the region (CSX and Norfolk Southern) as well as one short 

line railroad (Knoxville and Holston River Railroad). From Knoxville, nearly all states east of the Mississippi 

River are accessible by the two Class 1 rail lines, providing direct connections to other economic hubs 

including a number of international ports. Rail freight typically transports heavy goods that are less time 

sensitive and carries approximately 20% as much tonnage as trucks in the region, or 8 million tons. The 

value of rail tonnage is about a 10% of the truck value with just over $3 billion transported annually via 

rail. 

Water freight travels via barge on the Tennessee River and is typically used for bulk commodities like 

gravel, coal, and metals. Every year, over 50 million tons are transported on the river, with about 3 million 

tons starting or ending in the Knoxville region. Goods transported by water in the region are valued at 

approximately $700 million. 

Finally, air freight is primarily shipped through the McGhee Tyson Airport in Blount County. This mode of 

transporting freight is reserved for high-value and time-sensitive goods. For the Knoxville region, 

approximately 47,000 tons of freight valued at $5 billion are transported by air each year. 

By 2045, freight transportation in the region is expected to double, both by tonnage and value of 

commodities transported. Truck transportation is expected to see the largest increase based on tons while 

air freight is expected to see the largest increase in value transported by 2045.  

  

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/tdot/freight-and-logistics/TDOT_FreightPlan_AMENDED_04022019.pdf
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Figure 10. Freight Distribution by Mode 

Source: 2016 TRANSEARCH Data 

 

Tourism-related businesses also play a large role in the regional economy. Statewide, tourism generated 

approximately $2.2 billion in revenue in 2018. Across the six-county region, visitor spending resulted in 

nearly $240 million in state sales tax revenues and approximately $120 million in local tax revenues in 

2018. On an average day in 2018, tourist spending across the region: 

• Generated $11.8 million in daily expenditures, 

• Produced $2.8 million in daily payroll, 

• Created $330,000 in daily local tax revenues, and 

• Created $652,000 in daily state tax revenues. 
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LAND USE AND DEVELOPMENT 

Land use planning helps guide future growth in the region. Tools such as zoning ordinances and 

subdivision regulations allow each jurisdiction to manage development in their community. Effective land 

planning emphasizes the efficient use of resources, including transportation systems, and delivers a wide 

range of benefits. Ultimately, efficient development patterns create more transportation options, 

expanding economic opportunity, improving public health, and conserving natural resources.  

As the region grows, creating more compact communities means placing destinations – like shops, 

schools, jobs, and parks – near where people live. These development patterns make biking and walking 

easier, make transit service more efficient, and offer everyone viable alternatives to the personal 

automobile. Even with compact development patterns, many people will still rely on cars for travel. 

However, the way our communities are built can impact how far and long someone needs to travel to get 

to their destination. Reducing travel times and distances reduces the environmental impact of travel and 

also improves the quality of life by providing everyone with an alternative to driving. 

While land use planning occurs at the local level, it has regional impacts. The largely single-family 

development patterns shown in Figure 11 and high rates of commuting between counties in the Knoxville 

area call for coordinated local and regional transportation strategies. For example, reducing the number 

of shorter, local trips on regional roadways will improve longer-distance travel times and help manage 

system operations long term.  
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Figure 11. Existing Land Use  
in the Knoxville Region (2020) 
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TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM  

The regional transportation system impacts economic competitiveness, the quality of life for existing 

residents, and the potential to attract new businesses and residents. Providing connected and accessible 

transportation options offers everyone the opportunity to live, work, learn, shop, and play where they 

want. In the Knoxville region, we have highways and streets, sidewalks and bikeways, and greenways and 

public transit that all support local and regional travel.  

Roadways 

The roadway system within the Knoxville TPO area includes approximately 5,500 miles of publicly owned 

interstates, arterials, collectors, and local streets. These classifications reflect the function of a roadway, 

typically defined by the level of accessibility and mobility afforded by each facility. For instance, our 

interstates provide a high degree of mobility with high speeds and limited connection points. By contrast, 

local streets have lower speeds, but provide a high degree of access to homes, shops, and businesses via 

driveways. Arterial and collector roadways strike a balance between moving cars efficiently and 

distributing traffic to trip destinations. All roads are classified as either urban or rural and are owned, 

operated, and maintained by either the Tennessee Department of Transportation (TDOT) or local 

jurisdictions.  

In planning for all roadways, the TPO uses a variety of data and tools to evaluate how the system operates 

and identify opportunities for improvement. Data collected by TDOT annually shows that daily traffic 

volumes in the TPO area have been continually increasing, which can be attributed to recent growth but 

can also be indicative of a continued dependence on personal automobiles in the region.  

Figure 12. Historic Traffic Growth 

 

Source: TDOT 
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Building on this data, the TPO uses a tool called a travel demand model to evaluate how roads (those 

classified as collector roads and above) operate. The tool models where people live, where they want to 

go, how they make decisions about their trips, and what route they take between their origin and 

destination. The model is updated with each Mobility Plan and is currently calibrated to depict roadway 

operations for the year 2018 and the future year of 2045. Current and future traffic conditions are 

depicted using a concept called Level of Service, or LOS, which translates roadway operations into letter 

grades A-F. The letter grades capture how efficiently a road segment operates based on how much delay 

drivers experience. As shown in Figure 13, most of the road network is currently operating well, with 

approximately 98% of roadway miles experiencing relatively few delays over the course of a day. When 

we factor in projected growth over the next 25 years and previously funded improvements, the 

percentage of roads operating at a satisfactory level (Level of Service E or better) falls to 94%. 
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Figure 13. Daily Level of Service 
in the Knoxville Region 
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The performance of the roadway system is not solely defined by how fast cars and truck move. Safety is a 

high priority for all roadway users. Nearly 95,000 crashes have occurred in the TPO area over the past five 

years, with 407 of those crashes resulting in a fatality.  

Figure 14. Crash Statistics in the TPO Area 

 

Source: TDOT 
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point. For this reason, safe, connected, and comfortable pedestrian facilities are fundamental to an 

accessible and equitable transportation system. Taken together, sidewalks, bikeways, and greenways all 

create opportunities for affordable and healthy daily trips. 

While many people will continue to rely on cars for longer trips, we understand residents need and want 

more transportation options. Within the Knoxville TPO area, there are approximately 920 miles of 

sidewalks on the 5,500 miles of roadways. Since the last Mobility Plan, the region has added nearly 20 

miles of sidewalks. There are also several different types of on-street bikeways throughout the Knoxville 
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over half of the miles located in Knox County. A current map of the region’s bikeway and greenway 

facilities can be found online at this link. 
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When it comes to safety, people walking and bicycling are the most vulnerable in traffic crashes. 

Pedestrians and cyclists are less protected physically, and a crash with a motor vehicle is more likely to 

result in a serious injury or fatality. Over the past five years, there have been nearly 800 reported traffic 

crashes involving pedestrians and bicyclists in the Knoxville TPO area. Due to its population size, 

development pattern, and prevalence of walking and biking, approximately 50% of the region’s crashes 

involving pedestrians and bicyclists occurred in Knox County.  

Of the nearly 800 crashes involving 

pedestrians and bicyclists in the TPO area, 

61 resulted in a fatality and 162 resulted in 

a serious injury. Approximately 80% of all 

bike and pedestrian crashes occur within 

city limits, yet the crashes in more rural 

areas tend to be more severe. Figure 15 

shows the proportion of active 

transportation crashes by severity and 

geography since 2015.   

Because walking and biking trips tend to be 

shorter in length, local jurisdictions are typically responsible for implementing walking and bicycling 

facilities. In fact, there have been a number of plans completed in recent years that highlight the need for 

accessible, connected, and safe active transportation facilities. Across all of the plans, there are over 120 

miles of greenway needs that could facilitate regional travel in the six counties. While the needs are 

documented in the plans, in most cases, funding sources have not been identified.  

Public Transit  

Coupled with sidewalks and bikeways, public transit expands the transportation options available for 

people to meet their daily needs. In the Knoxville region, public transit services are provided by Knoxville 

Area Transit (KAT), the East Tennessee Human Resource Agency (ETHRA), and Knox County Community 

Action Committee (CAC) Transit. Each agency offers a different type of service for residents. KAT is the 

largest transit agency in the region. As our only fixed-route service, the KAT system consists of 23 routes 

with more than 1,000 bus stops in Knoxville’s urban area. By contrast, ETHRA provides demand-response 

transit services for 16 counties in the region, including the six counties that make up the TPO area. ETHRA’s 

Figure 15. Bicycle and Pedestrian Crash Severity 

Source: TDOT 
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service picks up and drops off passengers in locations according to their needs, which generally relate to 

medical appointments, civic destinations, and other necessary services. Knox County CAC Transit is also a 

demand-response service that specifically focuses on those areas of Knox County that are outside the KAT 

service area. Transit ridership across the region has generally remained consistent over the past few years 

as shown in Figure 16. According to the National Transit Database, the three services provide an average 

of nearly 3.3 million trips annually. 

Figure 16. Annual Ridership for the Region’s Transit Systems  

 
Source: National Transit Database 2014-2018 
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